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B A R R Y  C A S T R O  
O n  O r w e l l  
A  l i t t l e  r e v i e w  l i k e  t h i s  o n e  o f f e r s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a  c i v i l i z e d  c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  f r i e n d s  
- a  p l a c e  t o  c e l e b r a t e  t h e  g e n t l e  c o l l e g i a l i t y  w h i c h  a c a d e m i c  p e o p l e  a r e  p r i v i l e g e d  
t o  e n j o y - n o t ,  i n  m a n y  w a y s ,  a n  a p p r o p r i a t e  c o n t e x t  f o r  a n  e s s a y  o n  O r w e l l .  O r w e l l ' s  
p a s s i o n a t e  i n t e n s i t y  s e e m s  i n t r u s i v e .  S o  d o  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  p o l e m i c s  a n d  h i s  q u i c k  m o r a l  
j u d g m e n t s .  H i s  p r e j u d i c e s  - a g a i n s t  w o m e n ,  v e g e t a r i a n s ,  b o h e m i a n s ,  h o m o s e x u a l s ,  
t h e  p o l i c e ,  p a c i f i s t s ,  f a t  p e o p l e  - a g a i n s t  a l m o s t  a n y o n e  b u t  a  r o m a n t i c i z e d  k e p t - a t - a -
d i s t a n c e  a b s t r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  E u r o p e a n  w o r k i n g  m a n  a r e  v i t r i o l i c  a n d  s h a l l o w .  H e  e x p o s e s  
t h e m  t o  u s ,  o f t e n  k n o w i n g l y ,  a  s e l f - f l a g e l l a t i o n  w h i c h  I  e x p e c t  m o s t  o f  u s  f e e l  l i t t l e  
n e e d  t o  w i t n e s s .  O r w e l l  b r a n d i s h e s  h i s  i m p a t i e n c e  w i t h  t h e o r y ,  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  l a n g u a g e ,  
a n d  s u b t l e t y ,  a n d  e v e n  w h e n  w e  k n o w  b e t t e r  t h a n  t o  t a k e  h i m  a t  h i s  w o r d ,  i t  i s  e a s y  
t o  b e  i m p a t i e n t  i n  r e t u r n .  
W h y  t h e n  d o e s  h e  s e e m  t o  s t a y  o n  s o  m a n y  o f  o u r  m i n d s ?  P a r t  o f  i t  i s  t h a t  w e  f e e l  
v u l n e r a b l e  t o  t h e  i n d i c t m e n t  h e  l a y s  o u t  - p r e c i s e l y  a n  i n d i c t m e n t  o f  c o n t e m p l a t i v e ,  
i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  l i b e r a l ,  f e m i n i s t ,  a n t i - w a r ,  a n d  p r o b a b l y  f o n d - o f - v e g e t a b l e s  a c a d e m i c s  -
p e o p l e  l i k e  m a n y  o f  u s .  I f  w e  s u s p e c t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  s e l f - a g g r a n d i z i n g  o r  p r e -
c i o u s  o r  s e l f - p r o t e c t i v e  a b o u t  o u r  p o s t u r e ,  a n d  w h o  d o e s  n o t ,  O r w e l l  i s  l i k e l y  t o  s t r i k e  
a  r e s p o n s i v e  c h o r d .  F o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t  h e  m a k e s  i t  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  c h a r g e s  h e  l e v e l s  
a r e  t h o s e  h e  h a s  b e e n  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  e s c a p e  h i m s e l f  a n d  f r o m  w h i c h  h e  i s  n o t  y e t  f r e e .  
T h a t  c o n f e s s i o n a l  n o t e  l e n d s  a n  i n t i m a c y  t o  O r w e l l ' s  a b u s e  t h a t  m a k e s  i t  e a s i e r  t o  
b e a r .  B e y o n d  t h a t ,  w e  k n o w  t h a t  h e  e a r n e d  s o m e  r i g h t  t o  j u d g e  u s  i n  t h e  s l u m s  o f  
L o n d o n  a n d  P a r i s ,  i n  t h e  m i n e s  o f  t h e  m i d l a n d s ,  i n  t h e  t r e n c h e s  o f  A r a g o n ,  a n d  n o t  
l e a s t ,  o n  h i s  d e a t h  b e d ,  s u m m o n i n g  u p  t h e  w i l l  t o  f i n i s h  1 9 8 4 .  T h a t  r i g h t  i s  e n h a n c e d  
b y  o u r  r e l a t i v e  i n a c t i o n .  N o n e t h e l e s s ,  I  d o  n o t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  w e  w o u l d  b e  s o  q u i c k  
t o  a c c e p t  i t  - a c c e p t  t h e  i n d i c t m e n t  i m p l i c i t  i n  h i s  a c t i v e  a n d  h e r o i c  c o m m i t m e n t  
t o  s o c i a l  j u s t i c e - w e r e  i t  n o t  f o r  h i s  l a t e r  w o r k ' s  e m p h a s i s  o n  p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m .  T h a t  
w a s  a  c o m m i t m e n t  w e  c o u l d  s h a r e  a n d  u n a m b i g u o u s l y  c e l e b r a t e .  B i g  B r o t h e r  a n d  
N a p o l e o n  P i g  w e r e  o u r  e n e m i e s  t o o .  
T h e r e  w a s  a l s o  h i s  p e r s i s t e n t  q u e s t  t o  s e e k  o u t  t h o s e  t r u t h s  w h i c h  w e r e  m o s t  u n c o m -
f o r t a b l e  a n d  l e a s t  o p p o r t u n e .  O r w e l l  w r o t e  A n i m a l  F a r m  w h e n  t h e  S o v i e t  U n i o n  w a s  
o u r  g r e a t  w a r t i m e  a l l y .  I t  w a s  n o t  a  w e l c o m e  p a r t  o f  t h e  w a r  e f f o r t .  H e  w r o t e  1 9 8 4  
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about what he feared might be the future of the West after the Cold War had begun. 
The Soviet Union was at that point no longer a priority target for him. His criticism 
of loyalist Spain and the international brigades was written for partisans of both dur-
ing the most desperate days of the Spanish War. Nevertheless, despite his commit-
ment to say what needed to be said rather than what people wanted to hear, the Cold 
War gave him an enormous audience. It matters that he did not seek it. It matters 
to me that I can be confident that he would not have approved of my son's seventh 
grade teacher having used Animal Farm to reinforce his students' sense of their own 
virtue relative to the Soviets - that there was nothing that infuriated Orwell more 
than moral complacency. All of this makes it easier to accept the harshness of his 
criticism and makes it possible for me to write to you about him. 
Orwell comes close to denying any hope for us. In 1984, Winston Smith seems to 
speak for him in declaring that the last hope for humanity is in the working class, 
but even then it is plain that Winston, like'Orwell, does not see workers at all clearly 
- that Orwell is writing for readers who are not workers - as Winston is saving 
pieces of the past for those same readers, both of them hoping to teach us something 
that will matter. Most basically, Orwell's continuing commitment to imagine what 
it is that we, his readers, need to know about class prejudice and poverty, about war 
and journalistic distortion, about communism and home-grown totalitarianism, and 
his willingness to proceed to teach us his own hard-learned lessons is a deep sort of 
collegial affirmation. Orwell seems to me finally to be one of us - serious about social 
responsibility, about the life of the mind, about the connections between past and 
future, and about preserving and passing on his commitments - a model teacher 
whose lessons I believe we ought to consider. 
Let me get into some text. The Road to Wigan Pier brings Orwell to a group of wor-
kers' caravans in the industrial midlands. Each caravan was six feet high, five feet 
wide, and from six to fourteen feet long. They housed families of up to seven people, 
some of whom had been there for years. Water came from a common hydrant which 
could be two hundred yards away and, winter or summer, canvas was often the only 
roof. There were no sanitary facilities. Orwell goes on with one awful detail after 
another. 
Despite his eloquence, we are likely to remember both that we have been told of 
worse and that it is difficult to be sure that the information has made us more sensi-
tive. Even when we make the effort to calculate the cubic feet of living space per caravan-
dweller, imagine the stench and the humiliation, and feel the attendant pain, we sus-
pect our motives. Is there a titillation, an unhealthy need to escape from the every-
day problems of life that underlies our compassion? Are our sympathies based on 
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e m p a t h y  f o r  t h o s e  l e s s  f o r t u n a t e  t h a n  o u r s e l v e s  o r  o n  t h e  c o m p a t i b i l i t y  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  
k i n d s  o f  v i c t i m s  t o  s o m e  s y m b o l i c  p o s t u r e  w e  h a v e  a d o p t e d ?  D o e s  i t  m a t t e r ?  H o w  
d o e s  o u r  c o n c e r n  a b o u t  a v o i d i n g  i m p u r e  m o t i v e s  c o m p a r e  t o  t h e i r  c o n c e r n s ?  A  r e a d -
i n g  o f  O r w e l l  s u g g e s t s  s u c h  q u e s t i o n s .  
W e  k n o w  O r w e l l ' s  w o r k  t o  b e  d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  h i s  s t r u g g l e s  a g a i n s t  i n j u s t i c e ,  a r b i t r a r y  
a u t h o r i t y ,  a n d  p r e t e n t i o u s n e s s  - p r o b l e m s  h e  l i k e d  t o  s u m  u p  a s  i n d e c e n c y .  W e  k n o w  
t h a t  d e s p i t e  h i s  e n e r g y ,  t a l e n t  a n d  c o m m i t m e n t  t h e r e  w a s  l i t t l e  h e  c o u l d  d o  t o  m a k e  
t h i n g s  b e t t e r .  I n e v i t a b l y ,  O r w e l l  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h a t  h e  i s  u n l i k e l y  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  c h a n g e  
a n y t h i n g .  W e  w o n d e r  w h e t h e r  h i s  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  a c t  a n y w a y  i s  t o  b e  c o u n t e d  m e r e -
l y  a s  a  p r i v a t e  v a l u e  o f  h i s  o w n  - w h e t h e r  i t  m i g h t  i n s t e a d  b e  h e l d  t o  b e  a  p u b l i c  
v i r t u e  f o r  w h i c h  w e  a l l  m i g h t  b e  a c c o u n t a b l e .  H e  c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  p l a i n  m a n ,  a n d  w e  
m a y  a s k  w h e t h e r  i t  i s n ' t  e n o u g h  t o  s i m p l y  l i v e  o u r  l i v e s ,  d e c e n t l y ,  o n  a  s c a l e  c o n s i s -
t e n t  w i t h  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  o u r  e x p e r i e n c e .  H e  r e m i n d s  u s  t h a t  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  d o  m o r e  
w i t h o u t  g r a v e  r i s k  o f  f a l l i n g  v i c t i m  t o  s o m e  s e l f - d e c e p t i o n  o r  a n o t h e r .  H e  a l s o  r e m i n d s  
u s  t h a t  w e  c a n n o t  t r u s t  t h o s e  t o  w h o m  l a r g e r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  t h e n  w o u l d  b e  l e f t .  A s  
m u c h  a s  a n y  w r i t e r  I  k n o w  h e  q u e s t i o n s  b o t h  w h a t  i t  m e a n s  t o  r e a l l y  s e e  p e o p l e  l i k e  
t h o s e  c a r a v a n  d w e l l e r s  a n d  w h a t  i t  m e a n s  t o  l o o k  a w a y .  
O r w e l l ' s  c a r e e r  a s  a  w r i t e r  b e g i n s  w h e n  h e  r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  p o w e r  o f  h i s  o b l i g a t i o n s .  
T h e r e  a r e  t h e  f i v e  y e a r s  a s  a  c o l o n i a l  p o l i c e m a n  t o  a t o n e  f o r .  T h e r e  i s  h i s  k n o w l e d g e  
t h a t  h e  w i l l  n e v e r  b e  a b l e  t o  c o m p l e t e l y  s u p p r e s s  t h e  a r r o g a n c e  t h a t  c a m e  w i t h  h i s  
u p p e r - m i d d l e  c l a s s n e s s - t h a t  m u s t  h a v e  c o m e  e s p e c i a l l y  f r o m  a  p l a c e  l i k e  C r o s s g a t e s .  
T h e r e  i s  h i s  s h a m e  a t  t h e  p h y s i c a l  r e p u l s i o n  w i t h  w h i c h  h e  h a s  l e a r n e d  t o  r e s p o n d  
t o  w o r k i n g  c l a s s  s w e a t .  T h e r e  i s  h i s  m e m o r y  o f  t h e  a f f e c t e d  p u r p l e  p r o s e  o f  h i s  f i r s t  
y e a r s  i n  P a r i s ,  o f  s o m e t h i n g  e f f e t e  h e  w i s h e s  t o  p u r g e .  
T h e  d e b t s  p i l e  u p  e v e n  w h e n  h e  m a y  s e e m  t o  b e  d i s c h a r g i n g  t h e m .  H e  n e v e r  s p e n d s  
m o r e  t h a n  t w o  m o n t h s  a t  a  t i m e  " d o w n  a n d  o u t . "  M o s t  o f  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  t h e  
s l u m s  o f  P a r i s  a n d  L o n d o n  a r e  p u n c t u a t e d  b y  a t  l e a s t  w e e k l y  r e t u r n s  t o  m i d d l e  c l a s s  
s u r r o u n d i n g s  w h e r e  h e  c a n  g e t  c l e a n e d  u p  a n d  r e s t .  H i s  c o m p a n i o n s  o n  t h e  r o a d  l a c k  
s u c h  r e s o u r c e s .  H e  h a s  h a d  t o  l i e  t o  t h e m .  A f t e r  g a t h e r i n g  h i s  m a t e r i a l ,  h e  n o  l o n g e r  
s e e k s  t h e m  o u t .  H e  k n o w s  t h e m ,  f o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t ,  t o  b e  p e r m a n e n t l y  t r a p p e d ;  k n o w s  
t h a t  t h e y  a r e  u n l i k e l y  t o  r e a d  w h a t  h e  w i l l  w r i t e  o n  t h e i r  b e h a l f ;  t h a t  t h o s e  w h o  w i l l  
r e a d  i t  a r e  i n e v i t a b l y  m i d d l e - c l a s s  i n t e l l e c t u a l s  l i k e  h i m s e l f - p e o p l e  w h o ,  i n  h i s  v i e w ,  
a r e  u n l i k e l y  t o  c h a n g e  a n y t h i n g  s i g n i f i c a n t .  
I n  T h e  R o a d  t o  W i g a n  P i e r  h e  t e l l s  u s  t h a t  
. . .  i t  i s  b r o u g h t  h o m e  t o  y o u ,  a t  l e a s t  w h i l e  y o u  a r e  w a t c h i n g ,  t h a t  i t  i s  o n l y  
b e c a u s e  m i n e r s  s w e a t  t h e i r  g u t s  o u t  t h a t  s u p e r i o r  p e r s o n s  c a n  r e m a i n  s u p e r i o r .  
Y o u  a n d  I  a n d  t h e  e d i t o r  o f  t h e  T i m e s  L i t .  S u p p . ,  a n d  t h e  N a n c y  p o e t s  a n d  t h e  
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Archbishop of Canterbury and Comrade X, author of Marxism for Infants -
all of us really owe the comparative decency of our lives to poor drudges under-
ground, blackened to the eyes, with their throats full of coal dust, driving their 
shovels forward ... 1 
Nevertheless, Orwell gets to the coal face only once, and he keeps up with none 
of the men there who provided the contacts and support which made the book pos-
sible. He describes the miners powerfully. 
[They] look and work as though they were made of iron. They really do look 
like iron - hammered iron statues - under the smooth coat of coal dust ... nearly 
all of them have noble bodies: wide shoulders, tapering to slender supple waists 
and small pronounced buttocks ... [The miner] is a sort of grimy caryatid upon 
whose shoulders nearly everything that is not grimy is supported.2 
He owes them. They are the sources of his privilege: out of sight in the mines, or 
on the other side of the dining room wall, or dumped into neighborhoods where 
people like Orwell never need to go. Their existence is easy to forget and therefore 
all the more necessary to remember. 
The working classes - more accurately, European working men - are the symbols 
of his indebtedness. Working class women complicate matters. At his best, as in Wig-
an, he is capable of quick insights. 
I had time to see everything about her - her sacking apron, her clumsy clogs, 
her arms reddened by the cold. She looked up as the train passed, and I was 
almost near enough to catch her eye. She had a round pale face, the usual exhaust-
ed face of the slum girl who is twenty-five and looks forty, thanks to miscarri-
ages and drudgery; and it wore, for the second in which I saw it, the most desolate, 
hopeless expression I have ever seen ... She knew well enough what was hap-
pening to her - understood as well as I did how dreadful a destiny it was to 
be kneeling there in the bitter cold, on the slimy stones of a slum backyard, 
poking a stick up a foul drain pipe. 3 
The fact that he was on a train is typical not just of Orwell but of people like us 
who would remember such a moment. He has seen a lot for a glance, but he seems 
to think he has seen everything - seems ready to characterize her as just a victim 
because that is all he needs her to be. He cannot get close. In his next sentence the 
train draws away into open country, and she is gone forever. 
Orwell's treatment of her parallels his for-me most memorable working class hero 
- the Italian militiaman in Homage to Catalonia: 
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b a c k y a r d ,  
p e o p l e  l i k e  u s  
b u t  h e  s e e m s  
j u s t  a  v i c t i m  
:  s e n t e n c e  t h e  
i n g  c l a s s  h e r o  
T h e  I t a l i a n  s o l d i e r  s h o o k  m y  h a n d  
B e s i d e  t h e  g u a r d - r o o m  t a b l e ;  
t h e  s t r o n g  h a n d  a n d  t h e  s u b t l e  h a n d  
W h o s e  p a l m s  a r e  o n l y  a b l e  
T o  m e e t  w i t h i n  t h e  s o u n d  o f  g u n s ,  
B u t  o h !  w h a t  p e a c e  I  k n e w  t h e n  
I n  g a z i n g  o n  h i s  b a t t e r e d  f a c e  
P u r e r  t h a n  a n y  w o m a n ' s !  
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F o r  t h e  f l y b l o w n  w o r d s  t h a t  m a k e  m e  s p e w  
S t i l l  i n  h i s  e a r s  w e r e  h o l y  
A n d  h e  w a s  b o r n  k n o w i n g  w h a t  I  h a d  l e a r n e d  
O u t  o f  b o o k s  a n d  s l o w l y  
G o o d  l u c k  g o  w i t h  y o u ,  I t a l i a n  s o l d i e r !  
B u t  l u c k  i s  n o t  f o r  t h e  b r a v e ;  
W h a t  w o u l d  t h e  w o r l d  g i v e  b a c k  t o  y o u ?  
A l w a y s  l e s s  t h a n  y o u  g a v e .  
Y o u r  n a m e  a n d  y o u r  d e e d s  w e r e  f o r g o t t e n  
B e f o r e  y o u r  b o n e s  w e r e  d r y ,  
A n d  t h e  l i e  t h a t  s l e w  y o u  i s  b u r i e d  
U n d e r  a  d e e p e r  l i e :  
B u t  t h e  t h i n g  t h a t  I  s a w  i n  y o u r  f a c e  
N o  p o w e r  c a n  d i s i n h e r i t :  
N o  b o m b  t h a t  e v e r  b u r s t  
S h a t t e r s  t h e  c r y s t a l  s p i r i t .  
4  
A g a i n ,  a n d  m o r e  e x p l i c i t l y  t h a n  i n  W i g a n ,  O r w e l l "  . . .  k n e w  t h a t  t o  r e t a i n  [ h i s )  f i r s t  
i m p r e s s i o n  o f  h i m  I  m u s t  n o t  s e e  h i m  a g a i n  . .  : •  D e s p i t e  h i s  o w n  n e a r  d e a t h  i n  S p a i n ,  
h e  i s  s t i l l  p r i v i l e g e d  r e l a t i v e  t o  h i s  c o m r a d e s .  T h o s e  h e  h a s  t r e a t e d  b a d l y  d e f e r  t o  h i m .  
H e  i s  t h e i r  l e a d e r  - " N o  h a y  c a b o  c o m o  e l l "  H e  i s  a l l o w e d  t o  l i v e  a  c h a r m e d  l i f e .  
T h e y  h a v e  g i v e n  h i m  a  g r e a t  d e a l  a n d  h e  r e f e r s  t o  h i s  i n d e b t e d n e s s  a g a i n  a n d  a g a i n .  
I t  i s  n o t  a t  a l l  c l e a r  t h a t  i n  t h e  e n d  h e  h a d  f o u n d  a  w a y  t o  d i s c h a r g e  i t .  
H i s  c o n t i n u i n g  a w a r e n e s s  o f  t h e  m o r a l  p o w e r  o f  t h i s  d e b t  l e n d s  a  r a r e  q u a l i t y  o f  
6 
personal investment to his work. Yet his briefly glimpsed workers and militiamen tell 
us more about who Orwell needs these people to be than about who they may actu-
ally have been. He cannot afford to look at the men with anything like the eye for 
detail he can apply to their circumstances. Nobody has done better with housing 
or diet in places like Wigan. Nobody has given us a more accurate feel for life in the 
trenches. Yet we are left with only the most generalized sense of who those miners 
and militiamen were. In both The Road to Wigan Pier and Homage to Catalonia his 
most memorable portraits are uninformed by anything that could be called a conver-
sation. By "Marrakech;' in 1940, he does not even try. It is as if he recognizes that 
he cannot really get away from his cafe table - that he can tell us only what he sees 
from there. In Animal Farm it is all summed up in Boxer - ironically a portrait that 
would fit nicely into the most rigid Stalinist standards. Finally, in 1984, the proles 
do not have names or faces. They are entirely abstract -presented no longer in order 
to make a case for social justice but as a last desperate hope for human salvation. 
An eye for the seamy detail that reveals the plain truth is there from his first pub-
lished stories to his death. The concern for social justice remains too, but as his work 
evolves and the times change it is no longer "the fat men eating quail while children 
are begging for bread" or "the patriots who read Blackwood's and thank God they 
are not brainy" on whom he seeks revenge. These men remain of course hypocrites 
and scoundrels. They are still enemies, but they are no longer the enemy. In The Road 
to Wigan Pier in 1936 
... the worst criminal who ever walked is morally superior to a hanging judge. 5 
Five years later in "England Your England" 
The hanging judge is a symbol of the strange mixture of reality and illusion, 
democracy and privilege, humbug and decency, the subtle network of com-
promises by which the nation keeps itself in familiar shape.6 
There had been a shift from moral outrage based on personal experience to what 
Orwell had just a little earlier in "Inside the Whale" called " ... seeing life comprehen-
sively but through the wrong end of the telescope." 
In the mid-twenties, when he returned from Burma, everything could be reduced 
to the struggle between oppressors and oppressed. In 1936, that struggle had been 
somewhat modulated: 
... the working class are submissive where they used to be openly hostile, and 
the post-war manufacture of cheap clothes and the general softening of man-
ners have toned down the surface differences between class and class. But 
undoubtedly the essential feeling is still there.? 
By 1941, it seems to have almost disappeared. 
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: 1  i l l u s i o n ,  
k  o f  c o m -
: n e e  t o  w h a t  
c o m p r e h e n -
: l  b e  r e d u c e d  
~le h a d  b e e n  
) S t i l e ,  a n d  
g  o f  m a n -
c l a s s .  B u t  
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. .  N e a r l y  a l l  c i t i z e n s  o f  c i v i l i z e d  c o u n t r i e s  n o w  e n j o y  t h e  u s e  o f  g o o d  r o a d s ,  g e r m -
f r e e  w a t e r ,  p o l i c e  p r o t e c t i o n ,  f r e e  l i b r a r i e s  a n d  p r o b a b l y  f r e e  e d u c a t i o n  o f  a  
k i n d  . .  . T o  a n  i n c r e a s i n g  e x t e n t  t h e  r i c h  a n d  t h e  p o o r  r e a d  t h e  s a m e  b o o k s ,  a n d  
t h e y  a l s o  s e e  t h e  s a m e  f i l m s  a n d  l i s t e n  t o  t h e  s a m e  r a d i o  p r o g r a m s  . . .  I n  t a s t e s ,  
h a b i t ,  m a n n e r s  a n d  o u t l o o k  t h e  w o r k i n g  c l a s s  a n d  t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s  a r e  d r a w i n g  
t o g e t h e r .  T h e  u n j u s t  d i s t i n c t i o n s  r e m a i n ,  b u t  t h e  r e a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  d i m i n i s h .  T h e  
o l d  s t y l e  ' p r o l e t a r i a n '  - c o l l a r l e s s ,  u n s h a v e n  w i t h  m u s c l e s  w a r p e d  b y  h e a v y  l a b o r  
- s t i l l  e x i s t s ,  b u t  h e  i s  c o n s t a n t l y  d e c r e a s i n g  i n  n u m b e r s  . . .  
8  
T h e  a l m o s t  w o r s h i p f u l l y  d e s c r i b e d  m u s c u l a t u r e  o f  t h e  W i g a n  m i n e r s  h a s  b e e n  r e d u c e d  
t o  " m u s c l e s  w a r p e d  b y  h e a v y  l a b o r ! '  T h e  c o r p o r a t i o n  h o u s e  w h i c h  i s  d e s c r i b e d  a s  
"  . . .  u n c o m f o r t a b l e ,  a l m o s t  p r i s o n - l i k e  . . .  r u t h l e s s  a n d  s o u l l e s s "  i n  W i g a n ,  i s  f i v e  y e a r s  
l a t e r  "  . . .  w i t h  i t s  b a t h r o o m  a n d  e l e c t r i c  l i g h t ,  s m a l l e r  t h a n  t h e  s t o c k b r o k e r ' s  v i l l a  b u t  
r e c o g n i z a b l y  t h e  s a m e  k i n d  o f  h o u s e  . . .  ! '  O u r  g u i l t  i s  p o w e r f u l l y  e v o k e d  i n  h i s  e a r l i e r  
w o r k  a n d  t h e  c h a r g e s  a g a i n s t  u s  a r e  n e v e r  w i t h d r a w n ,  b u t  h e  g r a d u a l l y  c o m e s  t o  f i n d  
m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  e n e m i e s  - t h e  t o t a l i t a r i a n  e n e m i e s  o f  l a n g u a g e  a n d  a e s t h e t i c s  a n d  
h i s t o r y  - e n e m i e s  w e  t o o  c a n  s e e  o u r s e l v e s  i n  c o m b a t  w i t h  - w h i l e  r e m a i n i n g  i n  
t h e  c o m f o r t  o f  o u r  s t u d i e s .  
I f  i t  i s  o u r  s e l f - d o u b t  t h a t  e n g a g e s  u s  i n  h i s  e a r l i e r  w o r k ,  i t  s e e m s  t o  m e  s e l f - a f f i r m a t i o n  
t h a t  w e  r e c e i v e  f r o m  A n i m a l  F a r m  a n d  1 9 8 4 .  H i s  l a t e r  s t a n c e  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  h i s  
e v o l v i n g  a n t i p a t h y  f o r  C o m m u n i s m ,  b u t  t h a t  i s  o n l y  a  m a t t e r  o f  e m p h a s i s  - n o t  
a  r e v e r s a l  o f  h i s  e a r l i e r  v i e w s .  I t  i s  u n d e n i a b l e  t h a t  t h e  b r u t a l i t y  o f  t h e  C o m m u n i s t  
a p p a r a t u s  i n  S p a i n  m a t t e r e d  t o  O r w e l l ,  b u t  t h a t  b r u t a l i t y  w a s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  u n a n t i c i -
p a t e d .  I n  t h e  8  J u n e  1 9 4 0  e n t r y  t o  h i s  W a r - t i m e  D i a r y  h e  r e m a r k s  
. . .  s u c h  h o r r o r s  a s  t h e  R u s s i a n  p u r g e s  n e v e r  s u r p r i s e d  m e ,  b e c a u s e  I  h a d  a l w a y s  
f e l t  t h a t - n o t  e x a c t l y  t h a t ,  b u t  s o m e t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t - w a s  i m p l i c i t  i n  B o l s h e v i k  
r u l e .  I  c o u l d  f e e l  i t  i n  t h e i r  l i t e r a t u r e .  
I n  1 9 4 3 ,  h e  s u m s  u p  h i s  s e n s e  o f  t h e  S p a n i s h  w a r  i n  t e r m s  t h a t  I  e x p e c t  a r e  q u i t e  
c l o s e  t o  w h a t  h e  t h o u g h t  i n  1 9 3 6 :  
. . .  t h e  h a t r e d  w h i c h  t h e  S p a n i s h  R e p u b l i c  e x c i t e d  i n  m i l l i o n a i r e s ,  d u k e s ,  c a r d i -
n a l s ,  p l a y - b o y s ,  b l i m p s  a n d  w h a t - n o t  w o u l d  i n  i t s e l f  b e  e n o u g h  t o  s h o w  o n e  h o w  
t h e  l a n d  l a y .  I n  e s s e n c e  i t  w a s  a  c l a s s  w a r .  I f  i t  h a d  b e e n  w o n ,  t h e  c a u s e  o f  t h e  
c o m m o n  p e o p l e  e v e r y w h e r e  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  s t r e n g t h e n e d .  I t  w a s  l o s t ,  a n d  t h e  
d i v i d e n d  d r a w e r s  a l l  o v e r  t h e  w o r l d  r u b b e d  t h e i r  h a n d s .  T h a t  w a s  t h e  r e a l  i s s u e ;  
a l l  e l s e  w a s  f r o t h  o n  t h e  s u r f a c e .
9  
H e  w a n t s  t o  k n o w  w h e t h e r  p e o p l e  l i k e  h i s  I t a l i a n  s o l d i e r  s h a l l  b e  a l l o w e d  a  d e c e n t  
l i f e  - w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  t h e y  s h a l l  b e  " p u s h e d  b a c k  i n t o  t h e  m u d ! '  F i v e  y e a r s  a f t e r  H o m a g e  
t o  C a t a l o n i a  t h a t  r e m a i n s  t h e  " r e a l  i s s u e  o f  t h e  S p a n i s h  w a r . "  
. . .  B e h i n d  a l l  t h e  b a l l y h o o  t h a t  i s  t a l k e d  a b o u t  ' g o d l e s s '  R u s s i a  [ t h e r e  i s ]  . . .  t h e  
8 
simple intention of those with money or privileges to cling to them.10 
Orwell did not feel that he lost his sense of what side he was on in Barcelona. 
It seems to me that, at least in part, the energies unleashed by his commitment 
to the proletarian had simply run their course. He had borne a personal witness. He 
had risked his life and celebrated the working classes. He had demeaned their ene-
mies: the Society dames " ... who have the cheek to walk into East End houses and 
give shopping lessons to the wives of the unemployed;" the writers " ... with a safe 
500 pounds a year [who had] turned highbrow [and discovered that] ... disillusion-
ment was all the fashion;" the petty bourgeois shopkeepers like Mrs. Brooker " ... a 
soft mound of fat and self-pity ... "; any working man's wife who would deny him his 
role as master and permit him to become a "Mary Ann:' He had informed us and 
enjoined us to act. He had lived with and written about his working class subjects 
because he had Tecognized the size of the gulf between them and people like himself. 
He had felt both a personal and a social obligation to do what he could to bridge 
it. He discovers that he cannot really get to Wigan Pier - that the Pier has never 
been more than a music hall joke to cover something unspeakable - that there is 
nowhere further to take that journey. That discovery, as much as anything that hap-
pened in Spain or during the Second World War, seems to me to have driven him 
toward 1984. 
No matter how many brave excursions he made into the world of the poor he 
remained a member of the lower-upper-middle class, a political intellectual, a writer 
and, not least, an Englishman. It was the consciousness of those who shared these 
affiliations to which he was always most sensitive. Their self-delusion about Com-
munism was his second. It is critical that he did not regard these subjects as incom-
patible. He never argues either that the demand for social justice should be subordinated 
to the cold war or that the brutalities of the Soviet Union were an indictment of 
Socialism. He was never, as the Communist press liked to claim, a secret Fascist. Nei-
ther does there seem to me to be any indication, as Norman Podhoretz claimed in 
the January 1983 issue of Harpers, that he would have abandoned his interest in social 
justice and become a conservative if he had only lived long enough to see how well 
we have done by our poor. Podhoretz takes this even a step further, suggesting that 
Orwell may have "clung tenaciously to his identity as a man of the Left" so as to 
increase the authority with which he could criticize his nominal colleagues - as a 
ruse to permit him more effectively to bore from within. Such stuff seems quite on 
a par with the most self-serving of the Communist allegations. Orwell would not have 
been surprised by it, but I expect that he would not have taken it lightly either. His 
purpose was to bring workingmen, the demand for social justice and the traditions 
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9  
o f  d e m o c r a t i c  S o c i a l i s m  i n t o  a  l a r g e r  s t r u g g l e ,  a n d  j o i n i n g  t h a t  s t r u g g l e  h i m s e l f ,  t o  
s p e a k  p l a i n l y  a n d  t r u t h f u l l y  o n  t h e i r  b e h a l f .  T h a t  i s  w h a t  h e  s a i d  h e  w a s  d o i n g  a n d ,  
i t  s e e m s  t o  m e ,  i s  w h a t  h e  d i d .  
P e r h a p s  O r w e l l ' s  f i n a l  v i c t o r y  i s  t h a t  h a v i n g  t o  b e  a n  o u t s i d e r ,  s u p p o r t e d  b y  n e i t h e r  
c h u r c h  n o r  p a r t y  n o r ,  f o r  m o s t  o f  h i s  l i f e ,  b y  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  c a l l e d  p o p u l a r  
s u c c e s s ,  h e  n e v e r t h e l e s s  p r o d u c e d  a  s u s t a i n e d  b o d y  o f  w o r k  t h a t  r e q u i r e d  e n o r m o u s  
s e l f l e s s n e s s  a n d  d e d i c a t i o n .  I  d o  n o t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  p o s s i b l e  w i t h o u t  
h i s  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  s o c i a l  j u s t i c e  - t h a t  i t  c o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  n e a r l y  s o  p o w e r f u l  h a d  
h e  n o t  b e e n  a b l e  t o  r e g a r d  w o r k i n g m e n  a s  h i s  u n r e q u i t e d  c r e d i t o r s .  T h e r e  i s  a  s e n s e  
i n  w h i c h  O r w e l l  m a y  b e  s a i d  t o  h a v e  b e e n  a n  h o n e s t  m a n  w h o ,  O ' B r i e n  s p e a k i n g  
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